
REPORT OF THE YOUNG-SOTO MISSION TO THE 2017 PUERTO RICO PLEBISCITE ON 

STATUS 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Article IV, Section 3, Clause 1 of the U.S. Constitution specifies that the admission of new states to the 

United States is a decision of Congress.  The Government of Puerto Rico organized a June 11, 2017 

Plebiscite on whether to request to be a State of the United States.  Representative Don Young (R-AK) 

and Representative Darren Soto (D-FL) traveled to Puerto Rico to observe the vote.  Both are members of 

the Subcommittee on Indian, Insular and Alaskan Affairs, the committee with jurisdiction over Puerto 

Rican affairs.   

We prepared this comprehensive report to assist Members in making their admission decision.  During the 

trip, we were briefed by Commonwealth Government Officials, as well as by members of both the 

Popular Democratic Party (PPD) and New Progressive Party (PNP).  We have not received information 

from the Puerto Rico Independence Party (PIP).  Our delegation, which included Rhode Island Secretary 

of State Nellie Gorbea, observed polling places throughout the day.  We were accompanied by Puerto 

Rico Secretary of State Luis G. Rivera Marin and PRFAA Secretary Carlos Mercader. 

The Puerto Rican people voted to join the Union by an overwhelming margin.  We deem the election to 

have been free, fair, and open.  It is now incumbent upon Congress to consider and vote on the admission 

of Puerto Rico to the Union. 

ELECTION CONTEXT 

The Plebiscite was publicly announced on February 3, 2017 upon the passage of the Puerto Rico 

legislature’s Act No. 7-2017 (S.B.51), the Puerto Rico Immediate Decolonization Act.  [Appendix A]  The 

Act provided for public notices and advertisements leading up to the plebiscite.  Puerto Rico residents had 

until April 28 to register to vote.  Absentee ballots were made available to members of the Military and 

those abroad.  Puerto Rico Department of State officials visited hospitals and prisons leading up to the 

election to ensure access to voting for these eligible voters.  Prisoners are authorized to vote in Puerto 

Rico.   

ELECTION PROCEDURES 

The June 11, 2017 vote took place from 8 AM to 3 PM on a Sunday when voters are off work.  If a voter 

is in line at 3:00pm or a poll worker, they can still vote.  Puerto Rico requires every voter to have a voter 

identification card and to coat their finger with ink that is visible under fluorescent light to ensure no 

duplicate voting.  Rep. Young tested the ink process by placing ink on his index finger.  He attempted to 

wash it off unsuccessfully, validating this security measure.  Ballots are also initialed by officials from the 

3 major parties, but as discussed at length below, only PNP officials appeared at most voting locations.  

Elections officials reconcile the machine vote count with the number of ballots as an additional 

verification process. [Composite Appendix B]   

PERSONAL OBSERVATIONS 

We observed elections officials and poll workers at 4 sites including: 1) St Johns School, in El Condando; 

2) Perpetual Socorro Catholic School in El Condado; 3) Colegio La Piadad in Carolina; and 4) Escuela de 

Colombia in San Juan.  We observed easy and orderly access to the polls, poll workers using the 

identification and fingerprint process, ample ballots, functioning vote machines (except one that was 

replaced within 10 minutes).  We also observed U.S. Federal Judge Jose Fuste voting at the St. Johns 



School location, who confirmed his satisfaction with the orderly elections process. [Composite Appendix 

B] 

BALLOT DESCRIPTION 

The ballot was entitled “Plebiscite for the Immediate Decolonization of Puerto Rico”.  It contained three 

choices: Statehood, Free Association/Independence, and Current Territorial Status.  Each of these options 

was explained in the verbiage below each choice.  Voters must draw an “X” or other mark inside the box 

above their choice.  If a voter’s mark goes outside the box, the vote will be invalidated. [Appendix C] 

PREVIOUS ELECTION RESULTS  

Turnout in the 2016 Primary Election totaled 629,240 including the PNP and Popular primaries.  

Independents did not conduct a primary.  Turnout in the 2016 General Election totaled 1,597,000.  The 

turnout for the 2017 Plebiscite was 517,216 with 99.48% reporting as of the date of this report.  Statehood 

prevailed with 502,616 votes, or 97.18% of the votes cast.  Territorial, or Commonwealth, Status garnered 

6,821 votes, or 1.5%.  Independence garnered 7,779 votes, or 1.5%.  [Appendix D] 

DISSENTING VIEWS 

The Popular Democratic Party (PPD) officially passed a resolution on or around June 7, 2017 urging its 

members not to vote in the Plebiscite, which has been referred to as a “Boycott”.  There is no legal 

provision in Puerto Rico or federal election law that recognizes this concept.  Popular Party Officials have 

expressed several concerns.  [Composite Appendix E] 

First, the preamble used the phrase “Decolonization” which they view as a politically charged and/or 

biased term.  They feel this term is inconsistent with their view that the Island is a Commonwealth, a 

governmental entity that is allegedly unique, distinguishable and superior in governmental powers to a 

Colony.   

Second they assert that the term “Current Territorial Status” was also a politically charged and/or biased 

term.  They argue that the option should have been identified as “Commonwealth”, which is consistent 

with the aforementioned views. 

Third, The Omnibus Appropriation Act for Fiscal Year 2014 (Public Law No. 113-76) set up a process 

for the U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ) to review ballot language in order award $2.5 million in federal 

funding for the Plebiscite.  [Appendix F]  DOJ rejected the original ballot which only included Statehood 

or Independence.  The updated ballot included all three historic options.  Popular Party Officials have also 

asserted that the Puerto Rico Department of State failed to provide 45 days’ notice of the new ballot 

language in compliance with H.R.2787 (H.Rept. 113-171). 

DOJ has not issued further responses to date, possibly putting the $2.5 million om federal funding in 

jeopardy if the election is determined to be non-compliant.   

The Independence Party also had called for a boycott of the election.  To date, we have not received any 

additional information on their position.   

 

PARTISAN AFFILIATION 

Puerto Rico’s three major parties are organized primarily based upon their position on the Island’s status: 

statehood (PNP), commonwealth (POP) or independence (IND).  Thus, they do not follow traditional 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/113th-congress/house-bill/2787


Democrat, Republican, No Party Affiliation, or other minor party affiliations.  However, most of Puerto 

Rico’s elected officials have nonetheless affiliated themselves with America’s traditional major parties.  

Here is a general breakdown: 

Governor Ricardo Rossello – Democrat 

Resident Commissioner Jenniffer Gonzalez-Colon – Republican 

President of the Senate Thomas Rivera Schatz - Republican 

Speaker of the House Carlos Johnny Méndez - Republican 

CONCLUSION 

Ultimately it is Congress’ decision to admit Puerto Rico as a State. See Article IV, Section 3.  While an 

election is not required, it has been traditional in our history for one to be held before admission.  Each 

member of Congress can consider any and all of the foregoing factors among others that are consistent 

with the U.S. Constitution. 
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Appendix A - Act No. 7-2017 (S.B.51), the Puerto Rico Immediate Decolonization Act (page 1 of 78) 

Full text available at: http://www.oslpr.org/download/en/2017/A-007-2017.pdf 
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Appendix B – Plebiscite Photos 

 

 
Rep Young reviews ballot with PR Secretary of 

State Rivera Marin  

Rep Soto reviews fingerprint verification. 

Rep Young observes ballot counting machine 

with PRFAA Secretary Carlos Mercader 

U.S. Federal Judge Jose Fuste votes in El 

Condado



 

Poll worker checks in voters  

 

Poll worker submits ballot to counting machine  



Appendix C – Sample Ballot 

  



Appendix D – Election Results 

 

 



E - Popular Democratic Party Letters in Opposition to Plebiscite 

 



 



 



 



 

  



F - H.R. 3547, The Omnibus Appropriation Act for Fiscal Year 2014 (Public Law No. 113-76), 

provisions on Puerto Rico plebiscite funding. 

 


